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January 

Fairfax, Virginia

John Frist stood on the rooftop, watching people enter the Red Cross building a hundred yards across an open asphalt parking lot, the traffic noise from Arlington Boulevard blaring in the background. As the brisk January wind knifed through him, he pulled at his jacket and clutched his binoculars tighter. The cold sharpened the smell of the city, the car exhaust and asphalt mixed with the barest hint of rot from the mulch around the damp shrubs below. He scanned the building across the parking lot, but nobody noticed the Ryder truck parked at the entrance. The lax security was rare in the DC area.

Who would bomb the Red Cross?

He had parked the Ryder truck just minutes before, quickly making his way to his rooftop perch. It had taken just seconds to disable the alarm on the rooftop door. He had reconnoitered the path the week before, looking for cameras, but the route through the side stairwell was clean. Even so, he kept his head down and the jacket pulled tight.

What would anyone remember, anyway? Just a man in his late twenties, dressed in slacks and a tan polo like the other office drones, his brown crew-cut grown shaggy and the hint of a five-o’clock shadow.

The civilians inside the Red Cross building went about their jobs, unaware of how they had failed. He could picture them in his mind, asking each other about the game while getting their overpriced coffee or flirting with the pretty girl down the hall.

They were ignorant of the real threat to the United States; ignorant of what real Americans had sacrificed so they could remain fat, stupid, and happy. His parents were killed by a drunk driver during his second year in Iraq. He followed procedure, informed his CO, but when he’d called the Red Cross, the record was lost. They’d blamed it on the Army, but he knew better. Without the Red Cross verification, his CO had denied his emergency leave. He had missed his own parents’ funeral thanks to their stupidity.

The country was going to hell. He would never begrudge a man providing for his family, but the flow of illegals never ended. Before his deployment he’d thought illegals should be allowed to serve in the military as a path to citizenship, but now he understood it was a pipe dream. Illegals filled the cheap jobs companies needed to keep the economy humming. The politicians were fat and happy from all that money, a river of cash they rafted through on their way home to their nice houses and fancy cars.

That was about to change.

He worked the toe of his shoe against the roof ballast rock, his knuckles white as he gripped the binoculars. A school bus was pulling up to the front of the Red Cross, next to the Ryder truck. Were there kids inside? He stared through the binoculars. Yeah, kids. Maybe twenty. Maybe thirty. School trip, perhaps, coming to see the Red Cross regional headquarters.

Could he make it back down and across the parking lot?

The guards would soon notice the truck. Try and flee and he might get caught. Abandon the truck and they would raise security. No, the kids were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Casualties of war.

He swung the binoculars around. His escape route was clear. The explosion would trigger car alarms for blocks, the bleating noise echoing among the buildings, the dust thick in the air, choking, making it hard to breathe. People would flood out of the building. They would gasp and cry—a few might rush to help. He would go with the flow of people down the stairs and escalators, gaping at the destruction. Some would head to their cars, shocked, and he would go with them, an innocent bystander among the sheep.

A stolen car waited in the north parking lot. A quick wipe clean and he’d ditch it soon after in a wooded lot a few miles away. A bus ride to his truck and he would be back at his apartment before lunch.

He bent and placed the binoculars on the roof, grabbed his cell phone, and hit the speed dial. The call connected.

There was a deafening roar as the shock wave slammed against him, knocking him back. He peeked over the edge and smiled in awe at the destruction.

* * *
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April

Washington, DC

The President of the United States of America sighed heavily, the sound echoing against the hardened concrete walls of his underground bunker, thirty meters below the White House. “I can’t believe it’s come to this.”

The other occupant sat perfectly straight in his chair, his thinning snow-white hair neatly combed, his large and weathered hands resting on the table. “This is our best chance. The decision won’t get easier.”

Fulton Smith, the Director of the Office of Threat Management, waited for the President to make his decision. He had been a confidant to many presidents over the years, from his first meeting with the hardened and vulgar president from Missouri to this young man from Texas. His job was to ensure the safety of the Union, a promise he’d made to Harry Truman as a young man and reaffirmed to every chief executive since.

“How much will this cost?”

He handed the President papers from his metal briefcase.

The President scanned the document, and his face went pale. “Good Lord, we could build a stealth bomber for this.”

“You never said my budget was limited. This is the cost. Besides, we’ve already started.”

“Why do you even need my approval?”

“Because no matter how much power I wield, you are the President.”

“How did you manage to move that kind of money around? And all those people?”

“You know better than to ask. We don’t have to do this, Mr. President. Just say the word and we kill Project StrikeForce.”

The President stared off, lost in thought, and then shook his head. “What if it doesn’t work? What if he dies during the process?” The President stood and paced the small room, his feet shuffling against the blue carpet. “If this ever went public, it wouldn’t just hurt me. This would devastate the country. The people would never trust their government again. You’re sure you can keep this quiet?”

Smith raised an eyebrow.

“Of course. I forgot who I was talking to.” He paused. “It sounds like science fiction.”

“Not science fiction,” Smith said calmly, “an extrapolation of current technology, backed by a large amount of money and a very creative way of putting it together. We need this. I warned you. I told you Afghanistan would be messy and that Iraq would be a meat grinder. We had a plan to eliminate Hussein.”

“What message would that have sent?” the President asked, glaring at him. “We can’t just assassinate a sitting head of state whenever we please. No, sir. I wanted the sonofabitch dead, but I wasn’t about to authorize that. Better that we went to war.”

“Even with all that’s happened?”

“We might have overstated the case, but Iraq was a threat and Hussein had to go. It had to be war, even a bloody one. Besides, you warned me about the consequences of assassinating Hussein. You argued against it as much as you argued for it.”

“War is very complex. There is always the potential for blowback. I’d have preferred to assassinate him back in the eighties, but your predecessors wouldn’t authorize it. Too many unknowns with the Iranians. That’s why we need this program. We can stop problems before they become so unwieldy that the entire world gets sucked in.”

The President sat down and stared at the folder as if expecting it to bite. “You really think this will work?”

Smith waited, the silence of the room broken only by the whispering of the air filtration system. “Mr. President, we need this. Bombs and missiles and planes are good when fighting a large military force, but to fight an idea? You need a targeted weapon. One man with superior technology. One man who can do what an army can’t.”

The President shuffled through the paperwork. “Who’s your candidate? Someone from Delta?”

Smith handed the President a dossier from his briefcase. “This is the best candidate.”

The President opened the folder, then rocked back in his chair. “Are you out of your mind?”

“He’s an excellent choice, actually.”

“It’s not going to happen.”

“He’s young. No family. Excellent military training. And, he knows about complicated operations.”

The President slammed his fist on the table. “He’s a terrorist.”

“The public doesn’t know who he is or that you’ve captured him.”

“They don’t need—”

“With help from the Office, I might add,” Smith said gently. “And, you’ve finished interrogating him.”

The President shook his head. “But—"

“His combat record was excellent. He was an exemplary soldier until his accident. You read the reports.”

“A lot of soldiers had it rough and they didn’t blow up a building, for God’s sake.” The President paused. “So many fine young men and women have made the ultimate sacrifice on my orders.”

“He made his choice. The concussion and PTSD might have twisted his mind. We can fix that. Physically he’s almost perfect. He’s bright, articulate, and driven. Moreover, since no one knows you have him, there are very few loose ends to clean up if we fail.” Smith put the papers back in his metal briefcase and sealed the locks. “Mr. President, we need a new type of warrior for a new type of fight.”

The President fingered the papers, then slid them back across the table. “Do it.”

Smith stood and keyed open the steel door with his electronic token. He gave the President one last glance.

The President looked old and weary, hunched over the desk, recently emerged streaks of gray frosting his hair, his face starting to sag. Smith had seen the presidency wear men out, grinding them down, but none so fast as this one. “Mr. President. Sleep well.”

The President nodded silently.

The steel door rumbled shut and sealed the President alone in his underground bunker.

* * *
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Cincinnati, Ohio.

Eric Wise sat on his parents’ couch, an ice-cold beer in one hand and a Colt M1911 in the other. The beer was courtesy of his retirement check, the pistol a gift from his grandfather, a souvenir from World War Two. He did not usually drink until after four, but he was commemorating. It was a warm spring day and he had been officially retired for one month.

The secondhand couch was soft but shabby. The particleboard coffee table appeared new, but the style was twenty years out of date. He vaguely remembered the green-and-brown shag carpet. It was stained and musty, even though he had shampooed it twice with a carpet cleaner rented from the Home Depot on Glenway.

He had been on a mission in a dusty little village in Afghanistan when he had gotten the news of his father’s death, and leave time for his unit was exceptional, given their mission and the nature of their deployment. He had returned just long enough to bury his father but had been forced to stay longer so he could place his mother in a nursing home.

Her mental decline had been sudden. The doctor had told him the death of a spouse could trigger a sudden downward spiral in an Alzheimer’s patient. He had been lucky to find a place that would take her on short notice. She had watched him go, leaving her in her sterile room, no emotion on her face, no sign of recognition.

It was on his way back to Afghanistan that he hit the wall and got sent back to Bragg for reasons never made fully clear. His commanding officer broke the news. His career was over. No further deployments. No further missions.

Instead, he was bounced out of Delta and back to the regular Army. His CO suggested a security job somewhere, maybe a consulting position with Blackwater.

When you’re out, you’re out. That’s the Delta way.

He couldn’t imagine life in the regular Army, not after Delta. Not after being an Operator. He was sure there was something outside the Army for a man with his skills and training, until the other shoe dropped. No consulting jobs. No private security gigs.

Blacklisted.

He had considered staying in the Army, but he had his twenty, so he retired.

He had been sitting around his parents’ house for a month now, waiting for his pension. The Colt was the only thing real to him anymore. The checkered grips and the light smell of oil were old familiar friends. He sat with his beer and .45 and wondered if he would finally blow his brains out.

The doorbell chimed. He sat up, the gun moving of its own volition. He took a deep choking breath as it hit him. He was no longer at war. He was not being hunted, nor was he the one doing the hunting. He was a civilian, sitting in his parents’ house, drinking a Miller High Life at 11:30 on a Tuesday morning.

He walked to the door and looked through the peephole. A black Ford Crown Victoria was parked at the curb, a driver at the wheel, military by his haircut and the way he watched the house.

An old man stood in front of the door, waiting. His hair was thinned and white and he had a powerful face, though age was taking a toll. He wore a dark navy suit, not stylish but not old and rumpled, a shiny metal briefcase in his hand.

His blue eyes, though.

Eric shivered. The eyes were alive, precise and sharp. The man was motionless, not even the slight swaying that people did without noticing. The old man had discipline, either a soldier or a spook, and access to a car and driver.

“Mister Wise, I know you are home. Probably watching me through the peephole. I would like to talk to you about a job.”

Eric frowned. A direct spook. He wondered what the old spook would think of him, his hair unkempt, salt-and-pepper stubble on his face, beer on his breath.

He shrugged and unlatched the chain, opening the door. “A job, huh?” He dropped the Colt to his side and beckoned the man in.

The old man entered the house, glanced around, and took a seat at the kitchen table, motioning for Eric to join him. “My name is Fulton Smith, and I’ve come to offer you a job.”

Eric considered his words carefully, then placed the Colt on the table. “Fuck you.”

Smith’s weathered face lit up with satisfaction. “Quite right. Tell me, if you would.”

“You’re the one who burned me. You stuck me here so when you came to offer a job, I’d jump at the chance.”

“Good, Mr. Wise. What else?”

“You have a lot of pull,” Eric said thoughtfully, “because Delta is usually outside the sphere of influence of anything other than direct orders from the President. To screw with my deployment must have taken a lot of juice, and to keep it quiet so that I couldn’t even find out more. Influencing Blackwater and every other contractor, though, that takes more than juice. That takes real power. Either you’re really well connected, or you work for an agency which reports directly to the President. Of all the Delta Operators, you had to pick me. Why shouldn’t I blow your brains out right now?”

“A meaningless threat?” Smith snorted. “Come, now, you were doing so well. From your point of view, it was probably torture. As far as why you were picked, it’s because of your record, first in the Army, then in the Rangers, and finally in Delta. Even the one-off job you did in Europe a few years ago.”

Eric’s mouth dropped. “That came from you? That thing with the hijackers? You do work for the President.”

“You would be surprised how many secret agencies have the President’s ear. Mine is small but we perform a valuable service. I’ve sent several jobs Delta’s way over the years, testing the Operators. Until I found you. I was sorry to hear about your father. No matter what you think of me, or will come to think of me, know that I truly am sorry. Your mother also. Mr. Wise, you are still young and strong, and your country needs you.” He leaned forward. “Would you like the job?”

“Funny, you haven’t even mentioned your agency or what it does. Plus, I’m still pissed about being blacklisted.”

Smith regarded him with pale blue eyes. “I don’t believe you are. Now that you know you are highly valued and there is something that requires your skillset, you want back in the game. Besides, once I offered the job, there was no going back.”

“You’re right,” Eric sighed. He hated to admit it, but Smith had him. “I want back in.”

Smith smiled. “Of course you do.” He thumbed the briefcase open and withdrew a stack of folders. “I work for the Office of Threat Management.”

* * *
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Eric pondered the preprogrammed cell phone. He was stunned. If half of what Smith said was true, the Office of Threat Management had been responsible for shaping much of the past fifty years and Smith had been right there, leading it.

He glanced at the pictures on the fireplace mantel, pictures of him as a child, some with his parents and some of him alone. Never pictures of him with friends. The pictures moved from left to right: him as an infant, him in grade school, him and his dad at the target range, him with his mom after graduation, on the day he enlisted.

There were no pictures after that.

He sipped his beer, but it had gone flat. He set the can next to the Colt and picked up the gun. His father was dead now, and his grandfather, too. He wished he had asked them more about their time in the service.

On the day he had enlisted, he had begged his mother to drive him to the recruiting station. His father had been waiting when he got home that afternoon. His father never spoke a word, just shook his hand, then went to putter around the garage. His grandfather stopped by later, hugged him, then stood at attention, his back ramrod straight, and snapped off a salute. It was the last time he had seen his grandfather alive.

Physically his mother was now in Central West Community, a nursing home for Alzheimer’s patients, but mentally? She had called him William at the funeral.

My father’s name.

Then she had quit speaking, just staring when he tried to engage her in conversation. He picked up the phone to dial her number, then paused. What would he say? What would she understand?

He placed the phone on the table and walked through the empty house. Over the years, his parents had moved his childhood possessions from room to closet, to garage, to the corner trash. Only his bed remained, just big enough for a child but much too small for an adult. His growth spurt in high school had made sleeping on it sheer torture, but he found himself on it once again, even though his feet dangled over the end.

The offer from Smith gnawed at him. His retirement barely covered the bills and his meager savings account afforded him no luxuries. It wasn’t as if he needed the money. He barely left the house and his love life was a distant memory. He hadn’t had a date in two years, the last serious relationship five before that.

In the end, the choice was easy. He sat on his childhood bed, the musty yellowed sheets folded tight and crisp, and dialed the number. “I’m done here.”

“I’m not surprised,” Smith answered.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Kandahar Province, Afghanistan 

His name was Abdullah walade Muhammad Younis, but the loyal Mujahideen in Afghanistan called him Abdullah the Bomber. He was one of the chosen few recruited during the eighties by the Maktab al-Khidamat, funneled from Saudi Arabia through Pakistan to the mountains of Afghanistan to fight the Soviets.

He stared through the binoculars at the base shimmering in the heat from the bare desert floor. Kandahar was dozens of miles away, and the base was the only thing breaking the monotony of the dusty valley.

A line of ancient pickup trucks and wooden carts entered through the south-side entrance. He could not blame the locals for cleaning the Americans’ dishes and picking up their trash. They were poor. Centuries of fighting had ravaged the country, and even after they had worn down the Soviets, they had still been surprised when the Americans had attacked. The people of Afghanistan had seen so much of war; their children barely knew peace. The boys and girls rarely had the luxury of time to read and study the Quran.

His current student, Naseer, believed that women should not be taught to read, let alone read the Quran. He disagreed. It was every person’s duty to read the Quran, including women. Not while they were menstruating, of course, even a fool knew that, but nonetheless they too had a sacred duty.

He also disagreed with Naseer’s idea of using children to bomb the American base. Children should be protected from the cruelties of war. He would not sacrifice one American child in Jihad, let alone Afghan children.

Children were off limits. But soldiers? Soldiers were a legitimate target. The only way to fight the Americans, the most powerful army on earth, was a shadow war of bombs versus bullets. Naseer had found a local man named Fahad who worked in the American base, cleaning and doing menial labor, and Fahad had agreed to drive the truck full of explosives.

The dusty brown rocks poked him uncomfortably in the stomach but he dismissed the discomfort. It was a small price to pay to deliver the justice that Allah demanded, a small price for what the Americans had done.

He watched as soldiers committed a perfunctory inspection of the vehicles before waving them through. Yes, it was possible. The explosives would have to be powerful, hidden so they would pass the checkpoint.

He prayed silently to Allah for help in his quest.

* * *
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Hebron, Kentucky

Eric took a cab to the Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky International Airport. Terminal One was shut down for construction, but he followed his instructions and a bored security guard took one look at his ID, nodded, and directed him toward a hallway. A windowless room and a pretty blonde lounging in a hard plastic chair were waiting at the end.

She looked up with cool blue eyes and nodded lazily. “I’m Nancy.”

Eric smiled. Smith said he would have a liaison. “What time does the flight leave?”

She stood. “Now. I’ve been waiting for you. Follow me.”

They walked through a set of doors, down a flight of stairs, and onto the hot tarmac. A Gulfstream G550 waited for them. He had flown in an older Gulfstream before, as part of joint CIA/Delta operation, but not the newer G550.

He stepped into the plane and was shocked again to find only a handful of chairs alongside a small table, and a large video screen against the facing bulkhead. A stack of folders sat neatly arranged on the table.

“I’d start reading if I were you,” Nancy said. “You should at least glance them over before we arrive in Gitmo.”

“Guantanamo? Why?”

Nancy snorted. “That’s what the files are for.”

“Fair enough.” He pointed to the table and chairs. “What’s with the layout?”

“It cuts down on weight, gives us better range and more speed. This is your personal plane now. No need for the extras.”

His own personal plane? A Gulfstream G550 started somewhere around forty million.

How big is the OTM’s budget?

“I’ll get started.”

“You do that. I have to get this bird in the air.” She headed for the cockpit.

“You’re not sitting back here?”

She glanced back over her shoulder. “Hard to sit back there and fly the plane.”

The paperwork was so engrossing that he hardly noticed when the jet roared into the sky minutes later.

* * *
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The plane nosed sharply down to the tarmac in Guantanamo, the thump of the landing gear breaking his concentration. He glanced out the window at the deep azure ocean only a stone-throw away and rubbed his eyes as the plane taxied to their hangar. When the plane came to a stop, Nancy exited the cockpit and handed him a package. “Did you get through the important parts?”

Eric sighed. “Yes. My cover is with the CIA.”

“It’s not a cover. At least, not just a cover. You are actually with the CIA. One of the benefits of working for the Office, we can place you anywhere. Just get the prisoner back on the plane so we can leave. I hate the humidity.”

As they exited the plane, he noticed Nancy’s feet. They were small and graceful, and she glided as she walked, always balanced, each step perfectly controlled. He knew that walk. It was the result of serious martial arts training.

The waiting Navy MPs drove him across the base to Camp Delta. After negotiating several rounds of security checks, he was taken by a different Humvee to a smaller set of concrete buildings away from the main camp. As an Operator, Eric had been to Camp Delta before, but he’d never been to Camp 7.

Camp 7 was different than Camp Delta. It was ringed with razor wire, but the guards were more alert. There were very few buildings, but some of the most valuable prisoners the US housed were located in Camp 7.

The damp heat wormed its way down his back as they entered the first building, and the high school locker room smell lodged in the back of his throat.

Three men greeted him, two white men with dark black hair and wire-rimmed glasses. They looked like former football stars turned investment bankers. The third man was black and muscular, with deep-set eyes and the beginnings of a smirk.

“Eric Wise?” the first man asked.

“Yes.”

The black man never took his eyes from Eric. “You ready to see him, or you want to shoot the shit?”

“I’m on a tight schedule,” Eric said. He opened the briefcase and handed a folder to the first agent. “Here’s the paperwork.”

“Kind of unusual,” the first agent said. “No partner. That’s a break in protocol. We don’t like breaks in protocol.”

“The paperwork’s in order,” Eric replied.

The second agent took the folder and studied it, then sat down at a desk against the far wall and typed on a computer.

The third agent continued to watch Eric, polite but alert, still smirking.

He wondered if he would have problems. The paperwork was valid, but he was violating all procedures for prisoner transfers. He could almost feel the suspicion from the three agents, but especially the third.

It was a standard part of Delta training for Operators to learn the basics of spy craft, and he had paired with CIA agents in the past. Still, the prisoner transfer was out of the ordinary, and he was missing the slick gloss that defined most CIA agents.

It had them spooked.

The third agent finally spoke. “You’re not one of the usuals. You’ve never been to Camp 7, but I swear I’ve seen you before.”

Agent number three suddenly seemed real familiar to him, too. A distant memory flitted through his brain. Afghanistan? Yeah, the village near Kandahar. Freeman, that was his name. Teon? No, Deion. Deion Freeman. It was Freeman’s nose that he remembered, short and curved, the refined lines a study in contrast with his well-cut physique. It made him look delicate, but he knew better. Freeman had a sharp mind, a laconic attitude, and was known mostly for being a smart-ass. “I’ve spent some time near Baghdad,” he offered. “I think we might have crossed paths there.”

Freeman shook his head. “I don’t think it was Iraq.”

“Does it really matter?” He did not have time for lengthy explanations. He needed to get the prisoner and get back in the air.

“Nope, guess not.” Freeman turned to agent two. “Does it check out?”

Agent two rose and handed the folder back to Eric. “Yeah, it does. You’re clear. You need an escort?”

“No, I’d like to talk to him alone. Give me fifteen minutes. Then, bring the gurney.”

All three agents nodded. Agent two led him to a concrete building farther from the rest, unlocked the heavy metal door, and waved him inside.

The sole occupant was chained to the floor. He had committed the second mass bombing on United States soil by an American citizen.

Eric stopped and sized up the big man. It was hard to tell with the man kneeling, but he looked close to six foot, late twenties, with dark brown hair and an angular face. His eyes were hazel, and at first appeared almost kind. Except, they never quite blinked enough.

Eric entered the room and signaled to agent two to shut the door behind him.

“You’re John Frist?”

The prisoner raised his head. “Here to torture me?”

Eric shook his head. He had seen the signs before. Frist was definitely not okay. “You held up under some harsh interrogation,” Eric offered. “It’s not your fault you broke.”

Frist glared at him but said nothing.

Eric continued. “We broke Khalid Sheikh Mohammed. He wasn’t actually waterboarded. Just preparing him was enough. He sang like a canary.”

“What do you want?”

“I’m here to offer you a way out.”

The man finally blinked. “Out of what? I’m a terrorist.”

Eric sighed. “Yeah, you are. You killed over five hundred innocent people. Children, even. The Red Cross? Really, how do you see yourself? As a hero?”

“I’m no hero,” Frist said. “I just did what had to be done. No one in this country understands sacrifice anymore. If people knew what it really took to keep them safe, to protect the American way of life, the freedoms—”

“So you blew up the Red Cross?”

Frist’s eyes widened. “It was the only way...”

“You’re a little crazy, aren’t you?”

“One man’s crazy is another man’s sanity.”

Eric sighed. “That doesn’t even make sense. Look, you were a good soldier, you had a rough time in Iraq. I get that. Then you came home and blew up a building full of people because you missed your parents’ funeral. Something got jumbled up in your head and you blamed the Red Cross. I’ve read the reports. Now you have an opportunity to give back some of what you took when you killed those people. You should understand giving back to your country.”

Frist rattled his cuffed hands, tick-ticking the shackles against the concrete floor. “Start the torture or shut up. Either way is fine with me.”

“You never really leave the Army, John. You still belong to the US government.” He removed the leather case from his pocket and withdrew a syringe. “Either way, you’re going to volunteer. It’s your choice.”

Frist finally showed concern. “Drugs? You think you’ll get more information with drugs?”

“Scared of needles?”

“I’m not scared of anything. Not anymore.”

“Really? Because you look like you’re about to jump out of your skin.”

“Go ahead, drug me. It won’t make a difference.”

Eric grabbed Frist’s arm and jabbed the needle in. “It will, actually.”

Frist struggled against the drugs, his eyes rolling back in his head. “Whu-zin-at?”

“Something that will make a difference. A difference in me having to listen to your mouth during the trip.”

Frist collapsed on the floor, spittle dangling from his mouth. He moaned and tried to roll over, but the shackles prevented that. In moments, he was still.

Someone rapped on the door to the cell, and the meaty thunk echoed in the enclosed space. “You ready?” Freeman called out.

“Yes. Bring it in.”

They rolled in the gurney. Freeman helped unlock the shackles and together they lifted the unconscious man from the floor. They dumped him on the gurney, tightening the leather restraints, then used a pair of handcuffs to secure the shackles to the metal frame. A sergeant helped wheel the gurney out and load it in the back of a truck for transport back to the hangar.

“Afghanistan,” Freeman said suddenly. “That’s where I know you from. You’re Steeljaw. I remember now.”

Eric shrugged.

“You were Delta. How’d you wind up in the CIA?”

“The same way anybody does.”

“The CIA is better than Delta. Nicer digs, hot coffee. Three squares.”

“But you still wind up in some crummy shithole. Like Cuba...”

Freeman laughed. “Good luck with Frist. He deserves what he gets.”

Eric thought about that, then nodded his agreement. “Yes, he does.”

* * *
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They were flying over the heartland when Nancy came back and plopped down in the chair across from him. Frist was motionless, the gurney chained to the floor at the back of the cabin.

“How’d the transfer go?”

Eric looked up from the paperwork. “Shouldn’t you be flying the plane?”

“Autopilot,” Nancy said. “With the updated avionics, the plane can actually land itself. Or, fly remotely like a UAV.”

“One of the agents recognized me from Afghanistan.”

“Don’t worry,” Nancy said. “It’s bound to happen. You’re going to come across people you worked with. Your cover is airtight. I saw to it myself.”

He grunted, then waved his hand at the files. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

“He’s a psycho and a traitor,” she said, her voice rising. “We’re going to recycle this piece of trash and make him useful.”

He shook his head. “It’s not that. I’m not saying he shouldn’t pay for his crimes, but this is inhumane. It would be better to kill him.”

“This is inhumane, but a bullet in the brain is better? Don’t overthink it, just do your job.”

He glared at her. “I understand my job.”

She glared back. “You better.”

He squinted at her. “What’s your story, anyway? I haven’t found a jacket for you.”

“You won’t, either. I don’t have an official capacity. Unofficially, I speak for the Old Man when he’s not around. You’ve got as much authority over me as you can make stick. Everybody else has to follow your orders. Me, I’ll go along with it. Until I don’t.”

“That could be problematic.”

Her icy blue eyes stared back. “Yeah, but it’s not your problem. There’s only one person I answer to and that’s the Old Man. Because, unlike everybody else, he really is my old man.”

His jaw dropped. “He’s your father? Your name is Nancy Smith?”

“Yes. Now that you have some idea of who the Old Man is, you can imagine my childhood. He grew up in hard times, he’d seen a lot. He wanted me to be prepared.”

“Everybody has stories about their childhood.”

“Not like mine. Stay out of my way and we’ll get along just fine.”

“So, this is the speech?”

She raised an eyebrow. “What speech?”

“The yours-is-bigger-than-mine speech.”

She laughed, and the smile made it to her eyes.

It finally hit him. She pinged his radar.

It had been eating away at him since they’d first met. She looked through him, not at him. The thousand-yard stare, they called it. The eyes stared off, not focusing, giving a better view of an opponent’s hands and feet. She had the stare. He knew what it looked like because a lot of men in Delta had the stare.

He had it himself.

Her smiled faded. “I like you, Wise. Let’s keep it that way. Don’t get on my bad side and we’ll get along fine.” She stood and headed for the cockpit. “We’ll be landing in an hour.”

Eric watched her go, and this time noticed the bulge of the handgun in the side of her skirt. He turned to look at the unconscious form of John Frist. “Between you and me,” he said to the unconscious man, “I really don’t think I want to get on her bad side.”

* * *
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Groom Lake, Nevada

It was near dusk when they landed and taxied off the runway. A truck and Humvee waited for them. Eric stepped off the plane and gasped as the heat took his breath away. The dry air sapped the moisture from his lips and tongue, and he struggled to spit, the dust tickling the back of his throat. He knew that soon the desert would cool, quickly radiating its heat, but for now it was a furnace.

A pair of soldiers helped unload Frist and place him in the back of the truck. Nancy motioned for Eric to get in the passenger seat of the Humvee, and she drove while the soldiers followed in the truck.

From the files, Eric knew that much of the history of Area 51 was deliberately crafted misinformation. The real base was buried deep within the mountains. They roared west toward the mountain following a road invisible to the eye, but one that Nancy managed to negotiate. She glanced down at an LCD screen, then placed her thumb over a small square.

The thumb reader beeped and the ground began to rise in front of them. He watched, amazed, as the desert floor blossomed open, a long tunnel sloping downward underneath the false rock. They entered the cavernous tunnel and continued down the slope.

“It’s not concrete,” Nancy said.

He stared dumbly. “What?”

“I bet you were thinking the tunnel is concrete. It’s not.” The Humvee’s headlights played across the slick tunnel walls. Eric turned to watch behind them as the false door shut, sealing them in. A long string of fluorescent lights in metal cages glowed above, stretching off into the distance.

“The original tunnel was hand cut,” she continued, “but they enlarged it later with a nuclear tunneling device. They poured concrete to level the floor, but the walls are actually melted rock.”

“Nuclear-powered tunneling machine?”

“Don’t worry,” Nancy said, grinning. “It isn’t radioactive. Anymore.”

He shook his head. “That really doesn’t make me feel better.”

They continued through the tunnel until they finally entered a large cavern. Eric had seen caves, large and small, and this was no cave. It was a long room, big enough for the Humvee and truck to swing completely around. A large blast door stood open, guarding another tunnel.

The soldiers lifted the gurney out of the truck and placed it on the flatbed of an electric cart, Frist still trussed up and motionless. Nancy slid behind the wheel and motioned for Eric to take the passenger seat. He was barely seated when she floored it.

The electric cart shot down the tunnel, the blast door closing behind them. She spoke to Eric as she drove. “A lot of people think we have aliens here, but trust me, it’s just us. They’d probably be a lot more freaked if they knew the truth,” she said wistfully.

They drove several hundred meters before coming to another door. It opened slowly and was as thick as it was wide. An armed guard stopped them and Nancy handed him identification. He nodded and they passed through the door and were greeted by several white-coated technicians.

The techs wore lanyards with their faces emblazoned on plastic cards. The first, a black man named Nathan Elliot, directed two others to take the gurney with Frist. Eric recognized Elliot as the lead scientist on Project StrikeForce, a burly man in his late forties who would look more at home in a barroom brawl than in a classroom. He knew the man’s looks were deceiving; he held two doctorates and was considered the top in his field before being recruited into the OTM.

He saluted, but Elliot laughed and shook his hand with an iron grip.

“We’re not big on formality,” Dr. Elliot said. He motioned to Frist. “He’s been asleep the entire trip?”

“Yes.”

“Good. We’ll get him to the lab and start immediately.”

“That fast?”

Elliot grinned. “No need to wait, and I prefer him unconscious. We need to run tests before we insert the Implant.”

Nancy led Eric through a labyrinth of hallways until they reached his living quarters.

“This is yours,” she said, pointing to a door with his name embossed on a steel plate. “Inside you’ll find a sitting area, a desk, and a kitchenette. Your bedroom, bathroom, and closet are in the back. We took the liberty of stocking everything you might need. There're a million channels to choose from, and we even have movies on demand.” She shook her head. “It’s a shame you won’t have time to watch them. Read as much of the paperwork as you can, but get some sleep. You’ll be observing tomorrow.”

She left and he opened the door with his thumbprint. When he stepped inside, he let out a long whistle. It was big, five meters across and ten deep, and was decorated with dark wood furniture, not the barrack-style steel that he expected. It even had recessed lights.

The kitchenette had a full-size refrigerator. He found the bedroom in the back, with a simple bed and a plasma screen hanging on the wall. He was surprised to find a walk-in shower in the bathroom.

The toilet was functional, but he was most impressed by the completely stocked vanity with several types of soap, deodorant, toothpaste, and other sundries.

He opened the closet door and found it furnished with both military fatigues and street clothes, a rack of boots and shoes on the floor. He did not bother to check the fit. The Office did everything well, it seemed, and he knew they would be his size.

He turned out the lights and went back to the sitting room. “Might as well get to work,” he said to himself. He sighed as he read the instructions for setting up his computer login.

It was going to be a long night.

* * *
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Eric shook his head. The subterranean base was huge. According to his briefing papers, it had originally housed America’s secret aircraft program, especially their fascination with enemy technology. The US did a booming business in stolen Soviet aircraft during the Cold War, and as the engineers worked furiously to reverse-engineer and evaluate the jets, the hangars were soon bursting at the seams

So, in the early seventies, CIA-designed boring machines had carved out the massive underground base. It was large enough to hold thousands of workers, with cavernous rooms for testing equipment, numerous machine shops, state-of-the-art manufacturing facilities, and underground aircraft hangars that opened to the desert floor.

Once Area 51 and the Groom Lake facility had entered the public lexicon, most of the operations had been shipped elsewhere and the underground base mothballed. The Groom Lake facility still warehoused stolen military aircraft, but the days of Russia or China making huge technological leaps in aircraft design were over. It was easier for them to steal American designs from outsourced vendors.

Smith realized that with the public interest in Area 51 dwindling, it was an excellent choice for the Office. Much of the traffic to and from Area 51 over the past decade had been to update and revitalize the underground base.

While the above-ground facility was starting to look shabby, the great rooms under the mountain had been cleaned and refurbished, with billions of dollars of high-tech equipment trucked in.

The base now housed over a thousand technicians. It boasted a well-stocked cafeteria, two coffee shops, and a small theater. There were lecture halls, large inviting rooms with stepped seating, plasma screens and projectors, and conference rooms with multimedia capabilities.

He knew the budget for the project was large, but when he finally read the report that gave the actual numbers, he was astounded. The Office had invested heavily in the base, and even more in Frist.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The next morning, Eric followed the map to a circular room full of lab technicians. Nathan Elliot was there, as was Nancy, sitting at the conference table at the front of the room. The big-screen monitor on the far wall was ablaze with charts and graphs, all of which could have been written in a different language, for all the sense they made to him.

Nancy glanced over. “Glad you made it. We’ve got a busy day ahead.”

Nathan looked up from his laptop, his heavy brow furrowed. “We finished the diagnostics overnight. If we’re lucky, we’ll be ready for the Implant.”

“How’s the data so far?” Eric asked.

Dr. Elliot smiled. “The MRIs and CT scans show more brain damage than expected. We have concerns about that, of course; our procedures are highly experimental. We checked his leg, where a small piece of shrapnel was removed from the IED in Iraq. It healed nicely. Remarkable, given the IED killed everyone else in his Humvee.”

Dr. Elliot paused. “He’s quite healthy—physically, that is. Mentally? Given the trauma he experienced in Iraq, it’s obvious that he suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder.”

“A lot of soldiers suffer from PTSD. They don’t all become terrorists,” Eric said.

“That’s correct. In his case, it appears the brain damage combined with the PTSD caused him to fixate on the Red Cross.”

“That doesn’t excuse what he did,” Eric said.

“I’m not saying it does. If the Wipe is successful, the mental trauma he experienced will disappear. He will be unmade. He won’t remember anything from Iraq until now.”

The Wipe was Eric’s biggest concern. He listened as Elliot explained the groundbreaking studies that unlocked the mystery behind human memory, and with that came another discovery—how to wipe memories and replace them with false ones. The process was barely out of the theoretical studies but had been successfully tested on several death row convicts.

“For the Wipe to work,” Dr. Elliot explained, “we need Frist to maintain a sense of self, a sense of his life until he went to Iraq. We need him to remember his training in the Army, to build on it. It would be a disaster if we accidentally erased much of what made him who he was.”

“You’re sure it will work?” Nancy asked.

“The tests have been encouraging,” Dr. Elliot said. “First, we’ll install the Implant. It will allow us to remotely administer drugs such as painkillers or stimulants.”

“Continue the tests,” Eric said. “I’ve got to check the training preparations.”

* * *
[image: ]


Kandahar Province, Afghanistan

Abdullah sat cross-legged, waiting for Naseer. The cave was cold and the tin stove provided little heat. The chimney failed to vent all the smoke, and it settled on his worn clothes. His teapot steamed upon the stove top. A light, recharged through a solar cell, provided just enough illumination for him to read his journal.

He had written much of it as a young Mujahideen, when he had felt so lost and helpless, unsure if he would live to see the Soviets driven away. He had been barely older than a child during the war, blindly following orders in the name of Allah.

Now he was a grown man fighting another war.

There was a scrabbling outside, rock scraping against rock, soft voices whispering, and then a polite cough. Naseer entered the room, a short young man no more than twenty-two, with oily black hair plastered against his head. Abdullah had tried and failed to get him to stop smoking, and he stank of clove beedies. The dying man, Fahad, followed behind.

“Abdullah, are you there?” Naseer whispered, squinting in the dim light.

“Of course,” he replied patiently, “I’ve been waiting for you. Is this Fahad?”

Fahad stumbled forward, and Naseer dragged him in farther. “Yes, this is Fahad. He is honored to meet you. You must forgive him, he is in much pain.” Both Naseer and Fahad stooped to shake his hand, then sat cross-legged on the tattered rug.

Abdullah gazed thoughtfully at Fahad. The dying man looked thin and papery, as if he could blow away in a strong wind. His clothes were one step up from rags, and his sandals were so worn they offered little protection for his feet. His glassy eyes focused momentarily, then rolled away.

“Sit, please,” he said to the dying man. “Would you like some tea?”

Fahad’s eyes
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